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ABSTRACT 

This report reviews the practice of Affirmative Admissions as 
a strategy for achieving diversity within New England colleges and 
universities. It shows how educational leaders perceive Affirmative 
Admissions, the nature of regional Affirmative Admissions policies, and the 
numbers of student affected by current enrollment strategies. This report is 
part of a larger series on educational access and opportunity in New England. 
Research was organized into five components: (1) analysis of pertinent legal 

issues related to postsecondary access and equity; (2) interviews with 
postsecondary campus and state leaders (n=104); (3) interviews with K-12 

leaders and educators at state, district, and school levels (n=45);. (4) a 
survey of 221 postsecondary education institutions in New England; and (5) 
econometric analyses of student data. The focus was on groups of 
institutions, 18 groups clustered by admissions policies and restrictions. 

The most compelling conclusion is that there is no significant evidence that 
colleges have reduced standards to admit greater numbers of minority 
students. By increasing educational access to a broader segment of the 
population, the region's higher education institutions have taken crucial 
steps toward assuring the vitality and vibrancy of New England's future 
economy and civic life. The study also indicates that the pool of qualified 
minority students is much too small, highlighting the need to improve the 
preparation of minority students. Three appendixes contain details about 
survey methodology, participating institutions, and regression coefficients. 
(Contains 20 references.) (SLD) 
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iversity Among Equals is a product of great dedication and energy from others beyond the 
primary researchers and authors. We would like to acknowledge the significant con- 
tributions made to the work by so many. 



First, none of the work would have been possible without the support of the Nellie Mae 
Education Foundation. This, of course, includes the direct financial support of the Founda- 
tion, but more importantly, goes well beyond to include the intellectual guidance and com- 
mitment of Dr. Blenda Wilson, President and CEO of the Foundation. Her encouragement 
and faith in the researchers sustained and directed the team's work over months of analysis 
and writing. Without Dr. Wilson's vision and concern for issues raised here, the project 
would never have been accomplished. There have been other sources of support from the 
Foundation too, including the significant contributions of Diane Saunders, Vice President 
of Communications and Public Affairs. Diane coordinated meetings, tracked agendas, and 
recorded proceedings in ways that without her work, important information would have 
been lost. There have been numerous additional contributions from others at the Founda- 
tion, most especially Sharon Davis who carried out many of the behind scenes roles neces- 
sary for the success of the project. 

Second, the work could not have proceeded very far were it not for the support and encour- 
agement of The College Board Inc., particularly from Arthur Doyle, Senior Regional Execu- 
tive Director of the New England Office. He and his colleague, James Coleman, generously 
offered encouragement and shared their knowledge of The College Board's data and how 
these might be used to assemble a database capable of sustaining the project's research 
interests. When it came time to seek technical support and create actual databases, support 
came from other tremendously talented sources within The College Board including Wayne 
Camarra, Vice President of Research, and his staff, Amy Schmidt, Thanos Patelis, Jeri Ann 
Cook, and Ellen Sawtell— all in The College Board's New York office. Additional support was 
offered by Ellen Kanarek of Applied Educational Research in Princeton, New Jersey, the 
organization that coordinates the Admitted Student Questionnaire databases for The Col- 
lege Board, and by Patricia Williams, National Director of the Student Demographic Re- 
search Service in The College Board's Reston, Virginia office. 

Third, the project also was significantly helped by an expert panel convened by the Foun- 
dation to give the authors feedback as the work neared completion. Individuals on this 
panel, among the best in their fields of expertise, read an early technical draft and offered 
suggestions about strengths, weaknesses, and policy recommendations that flowed from 



the effort. Their patient and careful reading greatly improved the work presented here. 
Included were: 

David Bruton, Partner, Drinker Biddle and Reath, Philadelphia, PA 

Patrick Callan, President, National Center for Policy and Higher Education, San Jose, CA 

Gaston Caperton, President, The College Board, Inc., New York, NY 

William (Sandy) Darity, Jr., Department of Economics, University of North Carolina, 
Chapel Hill, NC 

Arthur Doyle, Director, New England Office of The College Board, Waltham, MA 

Chris Edley, Harvard University Law School Civil Rights Project, Cambridge, MA 

Hector Garza, President, National Council for Community and Education Partnerships, 
Washington, DC 

Katharine Hanson, Director, Consortium on Financing Higher Education, Boston, MA 

John Harney, Executive Editor, Connection Magazine, New England Board of Higher 
Education, Boston, MA 

Jamie Merisotis, President, Institute for Higher Education Policy, Washington, DC 
Gary Orfield, Harvard School of Education, Cambridge, MA 

Paul Reville, Executive Director, Massachusetts Education Reform Review Commission, 
Boston, MA 

Jane Smith, Former President, National Council for Negro Women, Washington, DC 
Bob Schwartz, President, ACHIEVE, Boston, MA 

Fourth, we acknowledge the support of Colleen O'Brien and her colleagues at the Institute 
for Higher Education Policy, who expertly edited several drafts of the report, ensuring that 
it would be readable and lucid. Colleen worked carefully not to lose meaning or content, 
and worked back and forth with the coauthors until all were satisfied that the objectives we 
established were accomplished. 

Finally, we wish to thank our coauthors and colleagues who contributed greatly to the work 
presented here. Foremost among them is Patricia Crosson, who introduced much of the 
agenda that we set out to study as we began to focus on questions of access and opportunity. 
Pat has just retired from her position at the University, but we don’t think of having lost her. 
We hope she will simply be more available than ever to our team. Stephanie Eckman and 
Suzanne Smith, Senior Education Data Analysts at MISER, worked their technical magic 
into creating databases for analysis, transforming the student-centered ASQsurveys into an 
application-centered database. Stephanie, who has since moved on to a new position with 
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National Opinion Research Corporation at the University of Chicago, produced the first of 
the student-centered databases for the project and was very imaginative in implementing 
some of the desired graphics, most explicitly Figure Three, which used a spreadsheet to 
simulate graph paper showing the occurrence of applications and differential acceptance 
rates for the various segments of higher education at different levels of SAT scores and 
GPAs. Suzanne was the mainstay of the empirical work, meticulously creating and recreat- 
ing databases when we needed to check the validity of early results. However, Suzanne not 
only documented and stored databases, she also was an integral part of thinking through 
the logic of the tests we designed to carry out the research plan. Kathryn McDermott, Stephen 
Sireci, Preston Green, and Mary Zanetti from CEP also played a major part in the comple- 
tion of the work contained herein. Kathryn developed and coordinated the K-12 interview 
portion of the project, while also conducting many of the interviews herself. She was ably 
assisted in these interviews by Preston, who also had the unenviable job of reviewing all of 
the legal precedents pertinent to the study involving Affirmative Admissions in and beyond 
the region. Steve Sireci, assisted by Mary Zanetti, directed the work of surveying the 244 
colleges and universities within the study; the survey realized an extraordinary 91 percent 
institutional response rate largely through their efforts. Additionally, the efforts of our other 
graduate assistants, Jay Rideout and Maria Vita Calkins, were vital to the success of the 
project. We also appreciate the support of others at CEP, particularly Andrew Effrat and 
Andrew Churchill, and additional support from Dean Bailey Jackson at the UMass Amherst 
School of Education. 

Since reports cannot be written by consensus, however, the primary authors hope they have 
done an adequate job representing various points of view that have derived from the collabo- 
ration. Under any circumstances, they accept all responsibility for any errors that remain. 

Stephen P. Coelen 

Professor, Economics and Political Science 
Director, MISER 

Joseph B. Berger 

Assistant Professor, Educational Administration and Policy 
Associate Director, CEP 
Associate Director, MISER 
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Appendices 





s America has led the world in its commitment to universal education, New England colleges 
and universities have achieved distinction by maintaining strong traditions of academic 
excellence and educational opportunity. The region is experiencing extraordinary growth 
in undergraduate enrollment, much of it attributable to the overall growth in Minority 
populations. It is very clear that immigrants and Minority populations will play a central role 
in the new regional economy. These realities underscore the urgency of providing equitable 
education and training beyond high school to these populations. 



Diversity Among Equals reviews the practice of Affirmative Admissions as a strategy for achieving 
diversity within our region's colleges and universities. The report's most compelling conclusion- 
surprising perhaps in the context of widely publicized national controversies about Affirmative 
Admissions— is that there is no significant evidence that colleges have reduced standards to admit 
greater numbers of Minority students. By increasing educational access to a broader segment of 
the population, the region's higher education institutions have taken crucial steps toward assur- 
ing the vitality and vibrancy of New England's future economy and civic life. 

But this is not a time for congratulatory complacency. The study documents that the pool of 
qualified Minority students is much too small, highlighting the need for shared responsibility 
between K-12 and postsecondary education to dramatically improve the preparation of Minority 
students for college. Diversity Among Equals also notes contemporary policy trends that would 
appear to create new barriers to increased participation of Minority and low-income students in 
higher education. These include shifts toward merit-based financial aid rather than need-based 
aid; greater reliance on high-stakes testing for high school graduation and college admissions; 
reducing or eliminating remedial and developmental education in higher education; rising col- 
lege costs; and legal pressures on Affirmative Admissions policies. Alone and in combination, 
these policies could significantly impede efforts to educate fully the populations that will repre- 
sent more than 30 percent of the New England labor force by 2010. 



Diversity Among Equals is the first report in a research series by the Massachusetts Institute for 
Social and Economic Research (MISER) and the Center for Education Policy (CEP) at the University 
of Massachusetts at Amherst, commissioned by the Nellie Mae Education Foundation. The series 
was created to assist educational leaders and policymakers in assessing and eliminating barriers to 
educational access and achievement for low-income and Minority populations in New England. 



We hope that Diversity Among Equals will help advance our understanding of this important 
regional and national issue and foster the kind of informed dialogue that is necessary to 
sustain and invent responsible approaches to enhancing education for all people. 



Blenda J. Wilson, Ph.D. 

President and CEO, Nellie Mae Education Foundation 
October 16, 2001 
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ew England colleges and universities have made significant and effective investments in 
access using Affirmative Admissions strategies — broadly defined as the use of race or 
ethnic background as one of many criteria informing admissions decisions — to increase 
Minority student representation on campus. These efforts, combined with the increasing 
importance of a college degree and the overall growth of Minority populations in the region, 
have fueled a substantial growth in Minority undergraduate enrollment. 

Despite tremendous progress, continuing gains toward educational equity and access may 
be thwarted by misconceptions about Affirmative Admissions. The exact nature of these 
strategies has been unclear and frequently misunderstood by the general public, creating 
perceptions that Affirmative Admissions result in unqualified Minority students being 
accepted over qualified White students. In recent years, the changing political and legal 
climate, fiscal constraints, and imperatives for education reform and accountability have 
changed the policy landscape for Minority student admissions making progress more difficult. 
At the same time, Minority group populations in all New England states are increasing, and 
there is a growing need to increase the number of well-prepared college graduates for the 
New England labor force. 

The convergence of these trends highlights the need for greater understanding by the 
general public and by policymakers about the perceptions and realities of Affirmative 
Action in the college admissions process. This report provides a status report on 
Affirmative Admissions in New England, focusing on the use of Affirmative Action in 
college admissions and examining potential ramifications of policy changes in the six 
states of the New England region— Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 
Rhode Island, and Vermont. 

Diversity Among Equals reveals how educational leaders perceive Affirmative Admissions, 
the nature of regional Affirmative Admissions policies, and the numbers of students affected 
by current enrollment strategies. This report is part of a larger project in the Nellie Mae 
Education Foundation’s Charting Educational Pathways series on educational access and 
opportunity in New England. The larger project identifies recent education policy changes 
in the New England region and examines their effect on patterns of high school graduation, 
college enrollment, and undergraduate degree completion. 
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COMPOWEMTS mo METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 

Studying the complex policy environment that surrounds Affirmative Admissions required 
a sophisticated methodological approach, using a variety of tools to produce a comprehen- 
sive analysis. In order to accomplish the goals of this project, research was organized into 
several components: 

D legal analysis of pertinent issues surrounding postsecondary access and equity, includ- 
ing an assessment of the status of Affirmative Admissions and related issues based on 
recent court cases; 

D interviews with postsecondary and K-12 leaders and educators at the state, district, and 
school levels, and a survey of postsecondary institutions in New England, which pro- 
vided greater understanding of how state and institutional leaders perceive existing and 
anticipated changes in the policy environment in New England and the potential impact 
of policy shifts on subsequent student enrollment patterns; and 

D econometric modeling to assess the practice of Affirmative Admissions across New England 
using data from The College Board on individual student applications to four-year 
institutions throughout the region. Specifically, this analysis examined: whether four- 
year institutions admitted Minority students with lower academic credentials than the 
minimum credentials required of White students; and the differences in the comparative 
admissions rates for Minority and White students above the minimum academic credentials. 

New England institutions were divided into 18 different segments using such criteria as 
level of degree awarded (two- or four-year); control of institution (public or private'); geogra- 
phy broken down into Southern (Connecticut and Rhode Island), Central (Massachusetts), 
and Northern (Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont) New England; and selectivity, de- 
fined in this report as an evaluation of the way pairs of institutions react to common appli- 
cations (selective or more selective ). 



By examining the specific aspects of Affirmative Admissions— the legal status, the percep- 
tion of current practices, and the realities of what institutions actually do— this study pro- 
vides a comprehensive view of New England's evolving landscape of college opportunity. 
The key findings from this study are as follows: 




The survey was mailed to 244 undergraduate institutions among 247 identified across the New England region; 221 institu- 
tions responded, yielding an institutional response rate of 91 percent. 

1 It is important to note that only four-year institutions are the focus of the econometric analysis. The region's public and 
private two-year segments are not included in this analysis as they frequently practice open admissions or are less competitive 
in admissions than four-year institutions. 

3 New England was divided into regions in order to reduce the categories of institutional types into a manageable number 
while recognizing patterns of social, economic, and demographic trends within the six-state region. 
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D Perceptions of Affirmative Admissions are not always consistent with the reality of col- 
lege admissions in New England. It is a widely held perception that colleges and univer- 
sities “lower the bar" in order to admit Minority students and diversify campus enroll- 
ments, but this study provides clear evidence that four-year segments in New England 
are not engaged in the practice of reduced admission thresholds for Minority students. 

D From 1995 to 1999, New England four-year colleges and universities have not admitted 
Minority students who fail to meet minimum non-Affirmative Admissions standards. 

D Minority students accepted at four-year colleges and universities in New England are 
qualified to attend these institutions. Minority students who are enrolled in New England 
are as likely as any other student to succeed in college based on meeting minimum non- 
Affirmative Admissions academic standards. 

D All four-year higher education segments in New England accept qualified Minority 
students at rates equal to or greater than those for White students, not just private, 
more selective institutions as suggested in previous research. Such strategies are 
often used to compensate for the yield rate differences for Minority students com- 
pared to White students. 

D Most college and university leaders in New England believe in the importance of a di- 
verse student body as an essential part of undergraduate education. 

D Minority students continue to be under-represented as a percentage of the undergradu- 
ate population in New England. 



The policy implications of these findings for New England's postsecondary institutions are 
extensive. The following recommendations are particularly targeted on the activities and 
policies of colleges and universities: 

D New England's proud history of promoting educational access and diversity should serve 
as a foundation for providing unwavering support for Affirmative Admissions at the 
institutional and state levels. 

D Colleges and universities in New England should work with policymakers and K-12 edu- 
cators to increase the numbers of Minority students who aspire to and are prepared for 
postsecondary educational attendance and degt'ee attainment. 

D Postsecondary institutions in New England should clearly articulate what diversity means 
on their campuses and document how the benefits of diversity are valued as an integral 
part of their educational missions. 

D Colleges and universities in New England should continue to seek many forms of diver- 
sity in their admissions processes. 



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
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D Colleges and universities in New England should use multiple criteria in the admis- 
sion process. 

D Colleges and universities in New England need to invest adequate resources in the 
admission and enrollment management process. 

D In order to achieve institutional diversity goals, colleges and universities in New 
England should conduct analyses and assessments of their own admission policies 
and practices. 

D Given the complexity of issues surrounding Affirmative Admissions, educational leaders 
in New England need more information about the current parameters of and potential 
future legal challenges to Affirmative Admissions. 

While it is clear that New England has much to be proud of regarding the commitment of 
institutions to diversify their campus enrollments, this report also suggests that greater 
efforts are still needed to increase access and opportunity for Minority students in the 
region. The many positive findings from this study can and should serve as a call to action 
that builds on the effective policies that already exist in New England higher education. 
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